Background: Exercise-based cardiac rehabilitation is recognised internationally as an effective therapy to improve quality of life and reduce the risk of hospital readmission for individuals diagnosed with acute coronary syndrome. Despite this, half of eligible individuals choose not to engage and the main reason is lack of interest. Furthermore, prior to attending, 40% of eligible individuals report meeting physical activity guidelines. It is unclear whether this influences decisions about engagement. Aims: The aim of this review is to examine systematically qualitative evidence describing patients' perceptions and experiences, and synthesise what is known about how a previous experience of physical activity in adults diagnosed with acute coronary syndrome influences engagement with physical activity during cardiac rehabilitation. Methods: A systematic review and thematic synthesis was conducted of primary qualitative studies to examine peer-reviewed literature published between1990 and 2017, accessed from database searches of MEDLINE, CINHAL, PsycINFO and Embase. Results: The initial search produced 486 studies, and of these 12 relevant studies were included in this review. Studies included 388 participants from six countries. For previously active individuals, communication factors, self-perceptions of an exercise identity and experience of cardiac rehabilitation influence engagement in physical activity during cardiac rehabilitation. Conclusion: In adults diagnosed with acute coronary syndrome, communication post event and during cardiac rehabilitation is a source of self-appraisal and creates expectations of cardiac rehabilitation. In addition, perceptions of an exercise identity and experience of exercise-based cardiac rehabilitation influence decisions about engagement. To improve uptake and adherence, health professionals should consider previous physical activity levels and tailor information to optimise physical activity post event.
Introduction
Coronary heart disease (CHD), which frequently presents as acute coronary syndrome (ACS), contributes to more than 17 million global deaths per annum. 1 Survivors of ACS are twice as likely to have a cardiac event compared to people with no history of CHD. 2 Therefore, preventing recurrence is a priority focus of international population approaches. 3 Globally, cardiac rehabilitation (CR) is recognised as a cost-effective programme, which helps participants reduce cardiovascular risk factors, improve quality of life, and reduces hospital readmission and mortality. 4 Exercise is a central component of CR 5 and a subcategory of physical activity (PA). 6 Exercise is defined as activity that is planned, structured, repetitive and done for a specific reason, whereas PA is defined as any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscle that requires energy expenditure. 6 CR guidance for PA is in line with national guidelines and individuals diagnosed with ACS are recommended to achieve a minimum of 150 minutes per week of moderate intensity exercise, 5 for example, brisk walking and cycling at 3-6 metabolic equivalent for tasks (METS), or 75 minutes per week of vigorous intensity exercise, for example, running or swimming at more than 6 METS. 7 Exercise performed regularly as prescribed by exercisebased CR is positively associated with improvements in secondary prevention outcomes and quality of life. 8 , 9 The goal of exercise-based CR is to support participants establishing a regular exercise routine and the doseresponse relationship between the exercise amount and the risk of a secondary event is central. 10 Furthermore, current standards for CR recommend exercise is tailored towards the participant's current exercise behaviour. 11 The process of stratifying the risk of a further event during exercise prior to embarking on a structured exercise regime ensures the prescribed intensity of a CR programme is low risk for participants post cardiac event. 12 Despite the substantial benefits of exercise-based CR, contemporary research highlights programme factors that undermine the efficacy of CR. 13 Across Europe, over 42% of CR programmes perceived they had insufficient capacity to meet demand, reporting insufficient staffing to be a major issue. 13 In the United Kingdom (UK), 49% of eligible individuals choose not to access CR services, and the most common reason reported is a lack of interest (31%). 8 Of those who do attend, 30% will drop out. 8 Furthermore, 45% of programmes do not meet the national target of starting patients within 33 days of their cardiac event. 8 During this time delay, patients may return to their regular daily activities. A review including 26 randomised controlled trials (n=9239), investigating the effects of CR to alter daily PA habits after a diagnosis of ACS, confirms centre-based CR is insufficient to affect improvement, or maintenance, of an active lifestyle. 14 The findings of Ter Hoeve et al. 14 suggest CR programmes have varied protocols, resulting in an inability to understand what CR elements impact PA. Understanding these components is essential to improve interventions aimed at addressing PA habits. 14 Several factors influence an individual's engagement with exercise and PA. These are socioeconomic characteristics, opportunities/constraints and individual attitudes, preferences, motivation and skills. 15 Further influences relate to psychological correlates of the 'self', for example, the meanings a person attributes to themselves within a situation. 16 These personal constructs influence individual exercise and PA decisions, contributing to an exercise identity. An individual's level of PA prior to a cardiac event is likely to be an important factor, but to date has received little attention in the research literature. Up to 40% of eligible patients report already achieving the recommended level of PA prior to staring exercise-based CR; 8 however, it is unclear how this influences engagement with CR services. Qualitative findings from a systematic review (n=1213), confirm individual barriers affecting attendance include beliefs related to PA, for example, believing themselves to be already active. 17 Therefore, the aim of this review is to examine systematically qualitative evidence describing patients' perceptions and experiences, and synthesise what is known about how a previous experience of PA in adults diagnosed with ACS influences engagement with PA during CR.
Methods
The study incorporated a systematic review protocol to identify empirical evidence. 18 This has then been thematically synthesised 19 to explore how being previously active influences engagement with CR. The systematic review protocol followed the ENTREQ framework for reporting and synthesising qualitative research. 20 The review was pre-registered with PROSPERO (no. CRD42018096573).
Systematic review protocol
The review comprehensively searched peer-reviewed literature accessed from database searches of MEDLINE, CINHAL, PsycINFO and Embase using a pre-piloted search strategy to identify relevant qualitative evidence published in English between January 1990 and December 2017. This time period represents the introduction of exercise-based CR to recent clinical guidelines, advocating a move from traditional to individualised models of delivery. 5 To support the robust approach to the search strategy, cross-checking with supplementary methods, such as reference lists, citation tracking and hand searching was also completed. With input from an information technician, the following search terms and key words were modified to suit each database, 'acute coronary syndrome', 'myocardial revascularisation', 'heart diseases', 'rehabilitation', 'exercise', 'exercise therapy', 'qualitative studies', 'grounded theory', 'focus groups', 'interviews', 'narration'. Inclusion criteria stipulated all primary research related to adults diagnosed with ACS aged 18 years or older, eligible to attend CR, and excluded all letters, commentaries, reviews and discussion papers.
Quality appraisal
The consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research (COREQ) 21 were used to evaluate included studies; this 32-item checklist was designed to promote the explicit and comprehensive reporting of qualitative studies addressing domains that align with trustworthiness in qualitative research studies, such as reflexivity. 21 One reviewer (SM) evaluated each study against COREQ items. To support the robustness of this process a sample of three studies were evaluated by a second reviewer (CH) and comparisons found to be similar.
Study selection
From 486 search results, two reviewers (SM and CH) independently screened titles and abstracts ( Figure 1 ). 22 After applying the selection criteria and including only papers in which participants were exposed to CR or secondary prevention advice, full texts were obtained for 34 papers. The articles were cross-checked to ensure there were themes or categories that provided data on participant views, experiences and perceptions of PA, fitness, exercise or exertion. Any disagreements were recorded and a consensus was reached through discussion. Twelve qualitative papers met the criteria for inclusion.
Synthesis methodology
To generate new insights from the primary studies, the thematic synthesis methodology by Thomas and Harden 19 was selected because it provides an explicit and transparent process to reducing qualitative data with varying reporting styles, including thin description and multiple quotations. This approach to data synthesis has three stages: free line-by-line coding, organisation of 'free codes' to construct 'descriptive' themes and the development of 'analytical' themes. 19 One reviewer (SM) coded each line of verbatim text labelled 'results' or 'findings' within the 12 studies. The text included participant quotations, themes, subthemes and findings of the original authors. Remaining close to the original text, free codes were created inductively to form a bank of codes and further systematically organised into descriptive themes. The descriptive themes were reinterpreted inductively, developing analytical themes to answer the review question. To support the robustness of the analytical approach two reviewers (SM and CH) crosschecked themes in relation to the review question.
Results of systematic review

Study characteristics
Twelve international studies from Canada (n=2), USA (n=1), Sweden (n=1) and the UK (n=8) represent 388 participants (women n=118, men n=270), age range 56-73 years, who were diagnosed with ACS (n=3), myocardial infarction (MI) (n=7), and participants post MI and coronary artery bypass surgery (CABG) (n=1) and type 2 diabetes (n=1) ( Table 1) .
Quality appraisal
All studies had relevant ethical approvals. The comprehensiveness of reporting varied across the studies, with the number of criteria fulfilled ranging from 13 to 24 ( Table 2) . Items most frequently reported related to trustworthiness in study design and reporting of findings. Items less likely to be reported concerned transparency about the research team and the relationship with participants. Papers were not excluded based on the quality. 21
Results of thematic synthesis
The study found that previously active adults, diagnosed with ACS, were influenced to engage in PA during CR by communication factors that involve both their self-perceptions of an exercise identity and their experience of CR.
The overarching communication factors include two subthemes: 'post-event communication and advice' and 'expectations of exercise-based CR'. Advice given post event and during CR provided the context for decisions about engagement with exercise-based CR.
One of the two major themes involved with communication factors, 'self-perceptions of an exercise identity', influenced the perceived need for exercise-based CR. Exercise identity was formed by the influence of five subthemes: 'motivators to exercise', 'self-confidence in physical ability', 'exercise self-reliance', 'perceptions of fitness identity' and 'perceptions of severity of cardiac condition'. The second major theme involved with communication factors 'experience of exercise-based CR' was formed by the influence of two subthemes: 'age appropriateness of CR' and 'appropriateness of CR exercise'.
When communication factors, major themes and subthemes are combined, the novel model of engagement (Figure 2) is developed. Depending on the interaction of 'self-perceptions of an exercise identity' and 'experience of exercise-based CR', three resultant influences on PA have been identified as knowledge of appropriate exercise levels and benefits of CR for secondary prevention, improvements in fitness level and social support for PA post cardiac event.
A supplementary table showing indicative quotes for each theme is provided (see Supplementary File 1 ).
Communication factors
Post-event communication and advice. Post-event communication and advice represented participant reflections about the invitation to attend CR, and the information received from health professionals during the inpatient stay and period after discharge. Post-event communication issues include participants being uncertain about the purpose of CR. [23] [24] [25] When communication meant that participants associated CR primarily with exercise, some felt embarrassment at the idea of group exercise. 23 , 25 , 26 For a few participants who felt able to exercise independently, this meant attendance was not considered necessary. 23 , 24 Communication factors that improved early decision-making and encouraged engagement included reinforcement of the benefits of attending exercise-based CR. [26] [27] [28] Other communication factors positively contributing to attendance included information about types of exercise-based CR activity and reinforcement of the prospect of a supervised environment. 23 , 27 Participants who did not attend suggested improvements to initial communication could include specific details about the aims and objectives of exercise sessions. 24 , 27 Expectations of exercise-based CR. Post-event communication and communication during CR influenced both prospective and reflective expectations of exercise-based CR. Patient expectations included accessing individualised exercise advice, regaining fitness and support with identifying exertion levels. 23-25 , 27 For participants post MI, accessing psychological and emotional support in relation to fears about exercise and trusting staff to be experts in exercise were important factors in engagement decisions. 23 When communication created expectations of individualised support, some participants, 27 , 29 but not all, experienced this. 29 Non-completers reported expectations being unmet; for example, not receiving individualised monitoring of cardiovascular fitness, 24 , 26 , 29 goal setting or feedback about progress. 24 
Self-perceptions of an exercise identity
Motivators to exercise. Motivators to exercise represented influences for re-engaging with previous exercise and attending exercise-based CR. Participants were motivated to return to previous activities, 28 , 30 in which exercise was part of a previous 'habit' 30 or routine. 27 Previously active participants identified motivators to exercise including social support from family and friends 28 , 30 , 31 and goal-setting. 27 Participants who were not previously active lacked motivation to exercise and social support. 30 A motivator to attend exercise-based CR was determining appropriate exertion levels. 25 , 29 During attendance, motivators to exercise included enjoyment, familiar activities, feeling safe during exertion 27 , 31 , 32 and believing in the health benefits of exercise; for example, the contribution of exercise towards reducing secondary prevention risks. 26 , 27 , 33 Self-confidence in physical ability. Self-confidence in physical ability reflected perceptions of how participants felt about their ability to re-engage with PA after their cardiac event. Those communicating high self-confidence felt able to return to previous PA and did not attend exercise-based CR. 23 , 24 , 27 , 28 Exercise-based CR was rejected if it was perceived that the programme activities were similar to previous activities, resulting in confidence to return to activities independently. 23 , 24 Lack of self-confidence to return to previous exercise intensity levels acted as a facilitator for participants to attend exercise-based CR. 27 Those planning to attend exercise-based CR were seeking to build confidence in their ability to exercise, 23 , 25 or support to regain confidence about fitness levels. 23 , 25 Participants who were not previously active lacked self-confidence to take part in exercise-based CR. 29 For participants attending CR, even for a limited number of sessions, the exercise component acted as a medium to rebuild exercise self-confidence. 26 , 27 , 33 , 34 Exercise self-reliance. Exercise self-reliance represented perceived capability to return to previous PA when considering information received from health professionals, or experience of exercise-based CR. Decisions about non-attendance included participants perceiving themselves self-reliant, having resources to support their return to exercise, being knowledgeable about exercise exertion levels, 29 feeling able to reproduce a better exercise programme, 24 having access to gym equipment or memberships, 23 , 34 or perceiving themselves fitter than the exercise intensity levels of exercisebased CR. 24 , 27 Non-completers perceived themselves fitter than the intensity levels of exercise-based CR. 24 , 26 , 27 Increasing the dose of exercise increased self-reliance and remained important throughout attendance, 30 , 33 with a minority of participants reporting this conflicted with the aims of CR health professionals. 26 Participants completing CR returned to similar, or improved, levels of fitness, 26 , 27 , 33 and for men post surgery, an additional benefit included gaining understanding about safe upper limits for exercise intensity. The ability to self-pace was reported as a means of retaining control thereby increasing self-reliance. 33 Perceptions of severity of cardiac condition. Severity of illness referred to perceptions about the seriousness of illness either before or after the cardiac event and/or surgery. 32 , 33 Severity of illness included comparisons with others perceived to be more suited to exercise-based CR. 24 , 26 , 27 Regardless of age and stage of recovery, perceptions about illness severity were reduced if participants believed that PA had not been limited, 26 , 30 or perceived that they could manage their condition, that their heart attack was 'mild', 24, 27 , 28 and that medical management had helped recovery, meaning that exercise-based CR had no value. 28 In contrast, awareness of mortality and fear of death affected exertion levels, and was suggested to be both a facilitator and barrier to attendance. 23, 26 , 27 Non-engagers with exercise-based CR reported self-limiting exercise intensity due to fear, believing cardiovascular risks were negatively associated with exercise exertion. 24, 28 , 30 For participants post MI, attending exercise-based CR reduced fear about exertion levels. 27 The existence of comorbidities was an issue for non-attendance. 34 Perceptions of 'fitness identity'. Participants perceived they had a 'fitness identity'. They referred to the 'self' to differentiate themselves and their abilities in relation to exercise-based CR, or during comparisons with others for whom they perceived CR was more suited. 24 , 26 , 27 , 32 Participants not attending, or not completing, CR described themselves as 'not the sporty type', 27 or appraised themselves as 'fit', 'fitter', or more able than others. 24 , 26 , 32 During the decision-making process, a limited number of women perceived CR to include participants who were fitter than themselves. 23 Attenders, including those post surgery, described themselves as being 'unfit' prior to their cardiac event. 26 Men with a prior diagnosis of type two diabetes resisted 'diagnostic labels' perceived to be assigned during exercise-based CR, which conflicted with physical self-perceptions of strength and negatively impacted their views of advice, information and solutions offered by CR health professionals. 32 For participants completing exercise-based CR, the fitter self was at the core of their discussions. For one group of men, CR exercise ignited feelings associated with a 'fitter-self' lost after the cardiac event, 33 while others described their reclaimed self as being 'fitter'. 26 , 33 Experience of exercise-based CR Age appropriateness of CR. Regardless of gender, participants compared their own age with the perceived age of others when referring to the appropriateness of CR. Those choosing not to attend exercise-based CR characterised participants who did attend as either older, or younger than themselves. 26-28 , 32 , 34 When participants considered themselves outside age norms, negative attitudes towards exercise-based CR were reported. 25 , 28 , 32 , 34 For younger working age men diagnosed with type 2 diabetes, the age image of exercise-based CR was a reminder of physical losses, resulting in participants choosing not to attend. 32 For others, including those who were older, preferring activities in which the physical demands accommodated their age perceptions influenced both adherence and non-adherence to exercise-based CR. 27 , 30 Appropriateness of CR exercise. Some participants perceived that CR exercises were inappropriate. Those who perceived themselves to be already active did not attend exercise-based CR, instead believing alternative activities would be appropriate and sufficient when compared to their understanding of exercise-based CR. 24 , 28-30 , 34 Alternative activities included walking, gym work, golf, daily chores and gardening. 24 , 28 , 34 Participants perceived these activities to be less strenuous than exercise-based CR and emphasised that their chosen activity accommodated physical ability, 24 , 28 lifestyle, 30 , 34 social and cultural beliefs. 31 Preference for these activities was also found in participants who were not previously active. 27 In addition, participants who reported having a physically demanding occupation were more likely not to attend or drop out, perceiving further exercise was not appropriate. 27 , 32 Participants who dropped out suggested that exercise-based CR should be individualised. 24 
Discussion
This systematic review provides the first meta-synthesis of qualitative studies to understand how a previous experience of PA, in adults diagnosed with ACS, influences engagement in PA during CR. Decisions about engagement in exercise-based CR were influenced by self-perceptions of an exercise identity and experience of exercise-based CR. Communication and advice given post event and during exercise-based CR provided the context for decisions about engagement. Exercise identity was formed by perceptions about motivators to exercise, exercise self-confidence, selfreliance, illness severity and a 'fitness identity'. It influenced the perceived need for exercise-based CR. For those who attended, CR exercise experiences were important in encouraging or discouraging adherence. Factors influencing adherence include perceptions about age/exercise appropriateness and staff support.
Previous systematic reviews of qualitative evidence have explored individual factors influencing decisions of engagement. 17 , 35 Individual barriers include misunderstandings about the purpose of CR and patients believing themselves to be already active. 17 This review supports the need to clarify the multidisciplinary nature of CR, given that some participants perceived it to be primarily an exercise intervention, [23] [24] [25] [26] and adds to the findings of past reviews, by exploring why previous exercise experience is an important factor influencing decisions about CR engagement.
This review supports previous findings, confirming that self-perceptions of identity influence decisions about engagement in exercise services 35 , 36 and although exercise programmes are a source for social comparisons, 35 this synthesis confirms CR communication provides a source for self-reflection. CR communication contributes to the formation of self-perceptions of physical and psychological ability, which are influenced by previous PA levels. Individuals are motivated to return to their previous exercise behaviour and perceptions related to the severity of their illness influence their ability to resume such activities.
For individuals immediately post cardiac event, this review suggests healthcare professionals could benefit from making prompt contact to identify previously active individuals and understand their confidence and motivation to re-engage with previous activities. Early communication should highlight the benefits of attending CR such as learning about safe exercise intensity. It should also address concerns about the age appropriateness. 26-28 , 32 , 34 Promoting personalised goals and providing individually relevant exercise information can enhance motivation for CR engagement and decrease negative outcome expectancies associated with perceptions of CR exercise exertion levels. [37] [38] [39] While individuals may have the necessary existing skills and motivation to support a return to previous exercise behaviour, 40 , 41 the synthesis suggests it is unclear if this population has the physical and psychological ability to self-regulate exercise independently, and in accordance with the intensity necessary to improve cardiovascular fitness and reduce secondary prevention risks.
For participants who drop out of exercise-based CR, intentions alone were not sufficient to maintain engagement behaviour. 42 , 43 Expectations of improved fitness, understanding exertion levels, individualised exercise support, feedback and exercise monitoring mean that to increase adherence, CR services should regularly review expectations and provide individualised support, including goal setting, problem solving and self-management skills. While our review did find participants completing CR reporting improved fitness and the ability to self-manage exertion, we also found participants reporting difficulty in determining CR recommended exercise intensity levels independently of CR. 31 Consistent with previous review recommendations, 41 there is a need for future studies to explore how participants engaging with CR services selfregulate exercise independently and in accordance with CR exercise guidelines. 5 , 44 Across included studies, many participants were labelled according to the number of sessions attended and compared to the predetermined programme length; for example, completer, non-completer. We found that some previously active participants reported benefit from fewer sessions than the standard programme length. 34 In accordance with CR recommendations 11 and contemporary national clinical guidelines, 5 our findings support the individual assessment of all ACS patients to identify specific exercise behavioural support needs and provide a tailored approach to accommodating these needs. Furthermore, CR exercise communication is found to be a source of self-appraisal of capability. Future research should consider the extent to which the CR exercise information is inflating the perceptions of self and examine the appraisal relationship between this situation and the individual's existing PA intensity levels.
A limitation of this review is the ability to generalise from the findings due to the small number of studies. Study recruitment included a number of geographical locations and a mixture of inpatient and outpatient CR services. The variation within study settings may have implications for how participants responded, limiting the comparability of findings to other settings. In addition, although all papers included data containing experiences and perceptions of participants believing themselves to be previously active, they did not directly assess the review question and may have implications for the review synthesis. The thematic synthesis methodology applied to this review offers a transparent process to the synthesis of the primary studies; however, to avoid overestimation, future research should collect data that both questions and measures how beliefs related to a previous PA impact engagement in exercise during CR. Furthermore, future research should consider whether gender influences the strength of the self-perceptions of an exercise identity found in this review.
Conclusion
In adults diagnosed with ACS, communication post event and during CR is an important factor in influencing initial and sustained engagement. In addition, perceptions of an exercise identity and experience of exercise-based CR influence decisions about engagement with CR. To improve uptake and adherence, health professionals need to recognise CR communication not only creates expectations of CR, but also is a source for self-appraisal. Health professionals should tailor information to consider this. Decisions about CR engagement are influenced by previous PA levels, which should be considered in the provision of interventions to optimise PA post event. 
Implications for practice
